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Robert Penn Warren and James Farmer:
Notes Oil the Creation of New Joumalism
JAMES A. PERKINS

James H. Justus, in his The Achievemellt of Robert Penn Warrell,
noted that Warren's Who Speaks for the Negro? is similar to "other
examples of 'the higher journalism' of recent years"'; and Hugh
Ruppersburg, in his Robert Penll Warrell alld the American
Imagination, said "it compares favorably with other examples of the
New Journalism which had begun to appear during the mid-I 960s."2
These two scholars made an important connection, but they did not
follow the implication of the connection to its logical and surprising
conclusion. In this essay, I will use Warren's interview with James
Farmer, in "The Big Brass" section, as well as Warren's treatment of
events in which Farmer was an important participant to show that
Robert Penn Warren was, at the very least, a co-creator of the tech
niques of the "New Journalism" in his 1965 work Who Speaks for the
Negro?
The New Journalism was born in the 1960s, more precisely, it
was born in 1965 with the publication of Tmman Capote's In Cold
Blood' and Tom Wolfe, Jr.'s The Kandy-Kolored, Tangerine-Flake
Streamline Baby:' Since Robert Penn Warren's Who Speaks for the
Negro?' was also published that year (in fact it was published before
either of the other two books) and since Who Speaks for the Negro?
uses many of the techniques of the New Journalism, Warren should
be considered as one of the founders of the New Journalism.
In fact when Tom Wolfe's cultural essays appeared in Esquire,"
WmTen was already publishing sections of the manuscript that would
become Who Speaks for the Negm?1 Tmman Capote's In Cold Blood
would be serialized later in The New Yorker.' It is clear that Warren
could have read them both; however, he never mentioned either the
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authors or their works in his interviews, and he had already written
the better part of his work before either author's work began to
appear. This seems to be one of those moments that occur in cultural
history when the time is ripe for a breakthrough and a number of peo
ple move in the same direction toward the same innovation at the
same time.
In a footnote, Hugh Ruppersburg says, "Wan·en's 'journalism'
often resembles the work of John Hersey, author of Hiroshima and
The Algiers Hotel Incident [sic], to whom Wmrnn dedicated his poem
'New Dawn,' about the bombing of Hiroshima."" Despite the parallel
activity of Wolfe and Capote toward the creation of the new
Journalism, and despite the critical furor over the "death of the novel"
which followed the publication of a Life profile on Capote,'" I believe
Warren, using the strong, clear work of John Hersey as a guide to

"Foreword":
The interviews were recorded on tape. In almost all instances the per
son interviewed checked the transcript for errorsF11 Many of the inter
views were long,11�1 sometimes several hours, and in a few cases there
was more than one conversation.1151 It would have been impossible, and
undesirable, to pub] ish all the transcripts. I have chosen the sections
which seem to me most significant and exciting, and within these sec
tions have sometimes omitted repetitions and iITelcvancies. I have not
indicated such omissions. But except for a rare conjunction, transition,
or explanatory phrase, I have made no verbal changes.

About this process, James H. Justus has said, "Who Speaks for the
Negro? is very much Warren's document, which is to say that it is not
merely edited."'" Hugh Ruppersburg disagrees with this assessment.
He says "In 'The Big Brass,' the chapter devoted to the leaders of the
movement, interviews are transcribed word for word, with an appar
ent minimum of editing." 11

journalistic writing," was striking out on his own to create a blend of
fictional technique and non-fictional content in Who Speaks for the
Negro?
Warren himself was aware of the innovative nature of the work
he was doing as he collected material for Who Speaks.for the Negro?
In a May 4, 1964, letter to James Farmer, he wrote: "What I am try
ing to do is somewhat different from the ordinary Newspaper inter
view. What I hope to get is a sort of portrait of the person interviewed,
a sense of his personality and the workings of his mind. We touch on
a number of topics, some of them having only a remote connection,
if any, with Civil Rights, but the course of the interview is determined
by the range of interests of the person interviewed."" Of course it was
Warren, not the person being interviewed, who was in control of the
taping sessions. It is he who posed the questions, he who reminded
the subjects of previous statements, and he who asked their opinions
about the statements of others on the matters at hand. Finally, it was
Warren who edited the work. In discussing the creative process which
led to Who Speaks for the Negro?, Warren wrote in the book's

WaiTen was aware of the obvious need for editing in the tran
scripts of the interviews. In a letter to James Farmer on July 7, 1964,
which accompanied a copy of their conversation, Warren wrote:
"Here is a copy of the transcript of our conversation. It is rather
ragged in part, as you see, but it will be very valuable to me."'"
If we compare the transcript of the two interviews with James
Farmer to the text about Fmmer in "The Big Brass" chapter, we can
see that WaITen did considerable editing, and we can see what the
shaping eye and ,ear of a fiction writer brought to this foray into
extended journalism. The most important change from the transc1ipts
to the book is in length. The following passage covers five lines in the
book: "We find increasing tension. A number of new leaders are
springing up from the Negro working class. Many have not had much
education-they have developed some facility in the use of the tech
niques of nonviolent direct action" (195).
This passage is a pastiche composed of material taken from three
pages of the June 11, 1964, transcript which covered 69 lines." This
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cutting creates focus and clarity. It is the sort of thing novelists do all
the time when they cut the dull parts out of drafts and focus on the
action or the development of character.
Perhaps the most interesting changes Warren made in this section
of the work were those that masked the nature of the interviewer. On
page 194, Warren asks: "What about the liberal who puts his views
on record but who will not march?" In the transcript, that question is
much longer and (if we read it through the "Doctor I have this friend
who" ploy) much more revealing:

a problem for Farmer, on July 18, 1964, the Harlem riots broke out,
and the rise of more militant young black leadership threatened the
historic multi-racial nature of CORE.
Although the bodies of the three civil rights workers were found
in an earthen dam on August 4, no arrests were made in the case until
October 3, 1964, just after Wmrnn's second interview with Fmmer at
the end of September. Warren, in his chapter, "A Mississippi
Journal," had to deal with the crime against the civil rights workers,

A major problem for Warren in dealing with the Farmer material
is that Warren interviewed Farmer on June 11, 1964, and did not
interview him again until the last week in September when the book
was about to go to the publisher." On July 7, 1964, Warren sent
Farmer a copy of the transcript of the tape along with a letter that said
in pmi, "Can you make any corrections, and return to me in the
enclosed envelope? I'll be very grateful, for I know how pressed you
are."22 That summer, James Farmer was very busy with other prob
lems. On June 19, 1964, ten days after the interview, the United
States Senate, after 83 days of debate (the longest debate in Senate
history) passed the Civil Rights Bill 73 to 27.On June 20, 1964, three
civil rights workers disappeared near the town of Philadelphia,
Mississippi. Farmer did not learn about the disappearance of the
COFO volunteer Andrew Goodman, along with Michael Schwerner
and James Chaney, his two paid CORE field representatives, in
Mississippi until the morning of June 21, 1964, ten days after Warren
interviewed him for the first time. If this mystery were not enough of

and James Farmer, a source for much of the information about the
crime, either knew nothing or was in no position to reveal what he
knew at the times Warren interviewed him. Warren solved the prob
lem by using the fictional technique of point-of-view rather than the
nonfictional technique of documented sources. W hile this is a per
fectly acceptable method in the New Journalism, it raises eyebrows
in academic settings and among more traditional journalists.
My comparison of the transcripts of the two Farmer interviews
with the text of Who Speaks.for the Negro? suggests that Warren had
a method for keeping his sources straight in his own mind. The mate
rial on James Farmer from page 189 to page 202 comes from the tran
scripts of the June 11, 1964, and the late September interviews.
Warren repeats some of this material elsewhere in the book when he
wishes to compare Farmer's answers to those of others. He generally
introduces this material with a verbal clue that the reader has seen
before: "James F11rmer, as we may remember, said . .." (264).On the
other hand, Warren uses quotations by Farmer from other sources in
his discussion of the disappearance of the three civil rights workers.
When these quotations occur, Warren generally introduces them with
a formulaic structure: "Mr. Farmer says"( 115) or "James Farmer
says"(l 26). By suppressing the source of the quotation or statement
and by directing the statement through the narrative point of view of
the book, WmTen creates a fairly seamless web of information that
reads with the smoothness of a novel.About the disappearance of the
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You find situations like this-a white man that I know, who is quite
a distinguished writer, has had some pressure for him to become an
activist, at least associate himself outside. He has written eloquently and
is planning on something that is very important, which would be on this
subject, and he will be totally comrnitlcd to; yet he has come in [forJ
some very harsh words because he won't go rnarch. 10

three civil rights workers, WmTen writes: "... two of the victims at
Philadelphia, Schwerner and Chaney, were paid field workers of
CORE; and it was Negro workers of CORE who disappeared into the
Negro community of Philadelphia, won the confidence of the local
people, and gradually assembled evidence, including, Mr. Farmer
says, an eyewitness account of the death of Chaney, which it turned
over to the FBI" ( 115). This is a story that James Farmer has been
telling for thirty years.He told it in the press at the time; he wrote it
out in his book Lay Bare the Heart: An Autobiography of the Civil
Rights Movement''; he spoke at Westminster College on February 15,
1994, and told the story once again as a corrective to the film
Mississippi Burning, the latest misrepresentation of the events in the
case. In the film, Willem Dafoe and Gene Hackman portray dogged
ly determined FBI agents who overcome all odds to break the code of
silence and get the rednecks who violated the civil rights of the three
men.Commenting at Westminster College on these events from the
film, Farmer said: "The FBI was there all right, but we had to drag
them in kicking and screaming all the way.""
On two occasions Warren uses a different formulation to intro
duce material from James Farmer.On page 73 Warren writes:
Some months later, an anecdote told me by James Fanner, of
CORE, happened to make clear to me why the Snick boy would not slay
slowed down. Medgar Evers had been driving Farmer up this same
road, on the same eJTand I now had, to make a night call on Dr. Aaron
Henry, the president of the NAACP up at Clarksdale, in the Della, and
Farmer had shown some apprehension at the speed. Mcdgar had said
that if you are a black man in Mississippi, you never let anybody pass
you at night, you never let anybody have a chance to stop you or ditch
you. Too many people have been stopped or ditched?'
The passage, of course, reminds the reader of the death of Medgar
Evers, which Warren dealt with earlier in the chapter, but it also
presages the deaths of the three civil rights workers who were
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stopped in a car at night on a Mississippi back road. It is a powerful
passage. On page 120, Warren, commenting on the results of the
Mississippi Summer Project writes:
James Farmer, on this point, tells me: "A result of the Summer
Project-and this was somewhat unfortunate, I think-was that the local
people who had been involved in the Movement pulled oul when they
saw these skilled youngsters from the North. Now we find that after the
students left, some of the local people are coming around and saying,
'Well, maybe you need me again."'
Both of these passages appear outside the material centered on James
Farmer in "The Big Brass" section of Who Speaks for the Negro? The
first is a paraphrase of material from the June 11, 1964, interview; the
second, which assesses the Mississippi Summer Voter Registration
Project, is a quote from the late September interview. It is clear that
Warren is stating that Fanner relayed this information directly to him.
In the first case he says, "an anecdote told me by James Farmer of
CORE"(73), and in the other he says, "James Farmer, on this point,
tells me ... "( 120).
It is clear to me that, above all, whether he quoted his interview
source directly or paraphrased, Warren was dedicated to accuracy in
the writing of Who Speaks for the Negro? This is one of the charac
teristics Norman Sims identified in his work The Literwy Journalists.
Sims observed a variety of characteristics in the writings of the New
Journalists: I. Historic Sweep; 2. Attention to Language; 3.
Participation and Immersion; 4. Symbolic Realities; 5. Accuracy; 6.
Sense of Time and Place; 7. Grounded Observations; 8.Context; and
9.Voice."' While Warren exhibited all of these characteristics to one
degree or another, he avoided the common dangers of mixing jour
nalism with fictional techniques.He did not create composite charac
ters. He did not recreate events for which he had no source or to
which he was not himself a witness. When he had questions of fact or
was faced with conflicting information, he wrote letters to attempt to
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resolve the problems." While Who Speaks for the Negm? is con
cerned with a particular moment in American history and creates a
sense of a time and a place, the civil rights movement in the
American south of 1964-65, it fixes that moment in the context of an
historic sweep that includes the first slave ship in Jamestown in
1619, The Declaration of /11depe11de11ce, and the Civil War. Warren
came to his subject in this work through participation and immer
sion. He had written about race before, many times, but as he said of
his book Segregation, in an interview with Torn Vitale ( 15 April
1985), reprinted in Talking with Robert Perm Warren:
.. . it wasn't big enough because I got too interested in the question. So
I went, or my agent went, to Look and made a contract with them. They
would pay all of my expenses for two years or so of travel, if I would
devote my time to it and mix in some poems, and I was in Mississippi
and all over the place and talked to everybody."
Through participation and immersion, Warren was able to make
grounded observations about his subject. Employing the poet's
attention to language, he turned apparently simple objects like
blood, a cleft stick, and the colors black and white into complex sym
bolic realities that both depicted and advanced his subject. Finally
Warren created a voice in Who Speaks for the Negro? that was as
clear and identifiable as the voice in any one of his novels. William
Bedford Clark, in his The American Vision of Robe1t Penn Wanen,
observed: "As in Segregation, it is Warren who is the unspoken pro
tagonist of Who Speaks for the Negro?"" And James H. Justus has
written: "Superficially, it is his most objective book, corning as close
to being discursive a; anything in his canon; but in its structure, its
internal patterns, and its textual 'voice,' Who Speaks for the Negro?
speaks for Robert Penn Warren.""'
And Robett Penn WmTen speaks for American blacks. As
Ruppersburg points out, "It is clear f rom the beginning (as in
Segregation) that his sympathies lie with the civil rights move170

rnent."" Warren used a number of the techniques associated with the
New Journalism to answer the ironic question of the book's title." By
faithfully recording a variety of voices, Warren showed that blacks
are as unique and individual as whites and that no single black voice
can fairly represent that diversity. In doing so, WmTen answered the
question in the book's title and became the only white author of his
time to study seriously the civil rights movement." He also created in
Who Speaks for the Negro? a volume that must be considered semi
nal in the history of the creation of the New Journalism.
If it is true that Robert Penn Warren in writing Who Speaks for
the Negm? was employing the techniques of the New Journalists, the
same devices introduced later in 1965 by Truman Capote and Torn
Wolfe, Jr., why is it that Wmrnn is not recognized as a founder of the
New Journalism? The answer may be found in the content and tone
of Warren's work. While Capote's work is an in-depth account of a
particularly bloody and violent mass murder (the sort of thing for
which the American public seems to have an endless fascination) and
Wolfe's book exposes arcane facts surrounding a variety of American
subcultures (the sort of thing that appears in the tabloids at the super
market checkout counters), WmTen's work calls on us to face square
ly a major flaw in the American Dream, Racism. We can read either
Capote or Wolfe and be cornfo1ted by the fact that no matter how
interesting their subjects may be, they have little or nothing to do with
our lives. RacislT), however, remains unresolved and central to the
American experience, and we still do not want to look at it. Although
it was largely overlooked when it was published and is now out of
print, Who Speaks for the Negro? speaks to and about America as
clearly and as forcefully now as it did in 1965.
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